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	The Smokey Hollow Blues

	 

	POLLYANNA PUSHED OPEN the front door to her empty house on Tallahassee’s north side before the airport cab was out of the driveway, dropped her suitcases in the dusty entry hall next to a shoe bench strewn with 18 months of unsorted mail, and already her office phone was ringing.

	“Hoskins, dammit.”

	“Rough flight?”

	“Too many old-fashioneds on too many flights, and now I gotta pee, Sergeant Lebow.”

	She flung the handset into a chair, stepped into the bathroom, slammed the door, and turned on the fan and the radio to keep Lebow from saying “You sounded like a horse draining itself into a washtub.” When she was finished, she looked at herself in the mirror and wished she hadn’t.

	She poured three fingers of single malt into a dusty glass, and only after tossing down half of it and kicking off her shoes did she return to the phone. She heard him breathing. Crap, he was still there.

	“What?”

	“You sound like a hound dog pissing on a fire hydrant.”

	“You called just to tell me that?”

	“No, captain,” he said, maintaining the convenient cover story of their Marine reservist ranks, “I called because there’s work to do unless you’re totally out of shape from too much beach and booze.”

	“Too busy.”

	“We schedule these mandatory vacations to allow our personnel time to repair themselves physically and mentally, and top off their tanks with high octane ingenuity and grit for the next mission.”

	“Oh.”

	“What were you doing?”

	“Teaching Shōtōkan karate at the dojo in Tokyo, but then you know this.”

	“The chief of station there knows every time you ate, drank, and took a leak,” said Lebow. “He’s not willing to lend his security protective service agents forever, especially one who speaks multiple Japanese dialects like a native.”

	“He told me that while we dined on seafood and kelp with hot sake and I told him that I was fluent in Floridian,” she said.

	“Time to cut to the chase,” he said. “Our beloved CIA brass want you to put eyes on Smokey Hollow, especially the intersection of East Street and East Madison. And while you’re at it, steer clear of Sgt. Vance McNaughton. He’s more Klan than cop. Word is, he likes busting up stills in the Hollow and drinking the evidence.”

	“Smokey Hollow’s an old neighborhood. Why would the KKK care about it?”

	“Urban renewal’s the new craze.”

	“Bulldozers rather that paved streets and fresh paint?” she said.

	“But bless their hearts, the Klan wants to help. That means good old boys playing with matches to save the city a lot of money.”

	‘When?” she asked.

	“Wednesday night.”

	“That gives me thirty-six hours to scope out the place.”

	“See if your husband can help.”

	“The bureau sent him down to Mims again.”

	“Probably another dead end in the Moore murder investigation,” he scoffed.

	“That’s what Gary thinks, not that the bureau cares what he thinks. So yeah, I’ll freshen up my Sparrow disguise and visit the hollow.”

	Lebow laughed.

	“What?”

	“If that leads to trouble, I don’t want to be in the loop.”

	“Plausible deniability’s your middle name,” she said, and hung up before he could make a crude joke about it. 
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	When morning finally came, it seemed later than usual because Pollyanna’s sleep had been filled with dreams in which the Klan lynched her and threw the body in the St. Marks River to be borne thirty-six miles for the waiting sharks in Apalachee Bay.

	Strong coffee woke her up without clearing away the prospective designs of fate for the Smokey Hollow operation. Nonetheless, she arranged her gear on their new queen-sized bed because Gary wasn’t in it: her grey wig, her faded Kitty Foyle dress, blue with white buttons and a white collar, the brown swagger bag purse with matching wedgie shoes and cloche hat, and the ratty beige sweater that concealed well-toned arms that couldn’t belong on a 75-year-old woman. The old black Nylon stockings did the same for her legs. She kept her CIA badge and ID card and the magic makeup that transformed her into that old woman in a Gucci Ophidia beige and ebony cosmetic case. The ambiance and hue of these items clashed with the garnet bedspread representing Gary’s obsession with the FSU football division of the Southern Baptist Church.

	The black ankle holster with her .45 Colt Commander and the black thigh holster with her Smith & Wesson .357 were a perfect match. Pollyanna managed the handguns’ cleaning and lubrication with the dedication of a Swiss watchmaker.

	By the time she left the house at 10 a.m. beneath a bright sun, even her best friends wouldn’t recognize her, and if Gary were just waking up or coming home drunk after a night of poker, he wouldn’t either. She drove down Magnolia Drive to East Lafayette, turned west, and left her Ford pickup in the parking lot of a lifeless bleach-white state office building and walked down into a small valley that, in spite of the wood smoke haze, blessed the senses with a cornucopia of everything in life that was holy.

	Here were single and double shotgun homes and vernacular-style small businesses snuggled down with a counterpane of unpaved roads and footpaths, kitchen gardens carrying the distinctive scent of ripening tomatoes, clothes lines and boiling pots of laundry, kids playing, folks swapping yarns on shady porches, assorted fruit trees, and pecans rising up a northern hill enclosed by the Seaboard Coastline Railroad tracks and wood lots, a stream forced into a ditch to minimize flooding, and then to a beautiful two-story Queen Anne house with clapboard siding and wrap-around porches with simple balustrades.  West of the house, and too close for comfort, the city—the barbarians at the gates.

	Pollyanna walked slowly, sliding her feet as though she was hardly able to walk, following the sharp scent of the tomatoes. In some places, the yards had been swept clean and smooth, much better than the streets, and low voices flowed outward from open windows on a nearly nonexistent breeze. She was already sweating profusely beneath her sweater. The sun showed no mercy.

	“You lost, Sugar?”

	“Not yet.”

	The voice was older than an unpainted barn with a “See Rock City” sign on the roof. Sparrow finally saw a lady in overalls and a red head scarf in a ladder-back rocker, deep in the front porch shade, her church fan working something fierce. A bucket of compost sat on the top step next to a trowel and a four-tine hand fork. A large vegetable garden ran along the right-hand side of the house; on the other side, carefully pruned guava trees laden with fruit filled the space from the street back to a clothesline and a chicken coop. The chickens were out, and everywhere.

	“Are you just looking or handing out ‘Watch Towers’?”

	Sparrow walked over to the porch railing, said “Never read a ‘Watch Tower’ so I’m looking and need directions to a café called Millie’s.”

	“I’m Millie’s mother Josie,” she said, finally opting to smile. “Head on down the street and turn left. You can’t miss that red RC Cola sign in the window.”

	“My name’s Sparrow but I don’t eat like a bird. What’s good there?”

	“Easy answer: the cornbread. You can make a lunch out of that. Some folks like the Millie’s hotdogs in tomato sauce, but I prefer the fried chicken and collards if I’m eating heavy.”

	“I’ll probably roll out of there,” said Sparrow.

	“Yes, you will, yes you will. Millie can talk a person’s ears off, so watch the time and get yourself back where you came from before dark.”

	“Rough neighborhood?”

	“Lord, no.” Josie was whispering now. “More like rough visitors coming around tonight or tomorrow night if the rumors are true.”

	“Thanks for the tip,” said Sparrow. 
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	Millie’s Café was haint blue, so bright that the paint looked wet. Josie could have mentioned that. Inside, the walls were covered in a rainbow of pastels, a suitable backdrop for hundreds of black and white snapshots of the community’s residents. Millie stood behind one of the many mismatched tables, trying to level it off with old matchbook covers beneath the legs. She was all smiles even though Sparrow was her only customer.

	“Welcome to Millie’s Café, the only place around with enough air conditioning to freeze your tits.”

	“Are frozen tits on the menu?”

	“Usually not. People tend to hoard them.”

	“I know I would if mine hadn’t seen better days.” Now, Millie was staring at her. “What?”

	“No offense, ma’am, but you’re the first white lady to set foot in this place in a month of Sundays and some days when I wondered if that would ever happen, I didn’t reckon we’d be joking about tits—not right away. Your accent isn’t from around here. Woodville, maybe, but I don’t think so.”

	Millie didn’t know how to stand still. While she talked, she wiped tables, stirred the unknown contents of misshapen pots on the stovetop, took a pan of cornbread out of the oven, and knocked the tit-freezing temperature back a notch.

	“My accent is pure Apalachicola River country. Otherwise, your mother told me to come down here and try the cornbread.”

	“Old Josie, do you trust her?”

	“Don’t have to. I can see what you took out of the oven. Also, a bowl of collards if you can tolerate me pouring vinegar on them.”

	“That’s almost a crime in these parts.”

	“I grew up in a fish camp south of Torreya. It’s probably a crime there, too. My name’s Sparrow—in case you need a name to write on the ticket.”

	“You want clabbered milk on your cornbread?”

	“A little.”

	“White people!”

	“Nice place, by the way. The color scheme, the photographs, the swear jars by the register. You could move Millie’s up to Monroe Street and make a bundle.”

	“One-quart Blue Plate mayo jars aren’t big enough for the swearing. My neighbors chip in to help pay for the phone and electric because I don’t make a bundle. But shut your mouth: Monroe Street? West Hell, you mean. All kind of bad mojo and unhappy people up there,” said Millie. “Nothing like being happy down here in the smoke. If the world was like this place, there wouldn’t be no more wars or hunger.”

	“I believe you,” said Sparrow as Millie set down a serving-plate-sized potion of food with a Mason jar of sweet tea. There couldn’t have been more than a half teaspoon of milk dead center in the cornbread. 

	Before Sparrow could comment of that bit of whimsy, the phone rang from so high up on the wall that Millie had to use a stepstool to answer it. One might say she was petite enough to have purchased her denim dress in the children’s section of the store. In contrast, her starched white apron was large enough for most of the doughnut-eating cops back in Torreya. And her hair! How many hours did that take, those straight, tight plaits?

	“That was mother,” stated Millie. “Wanted to know if I knew what you wanted.”

	“Other than lunch?”

	“She didn’t care about lunch, just figures the first white lady. . .”

	“. . .since a month of Sundays . . .”

	“. . .must be up to something. So, I told her you come from a fish camp and are signing people up for a mullet and hushpuppies pyramid scheme. She hung up on me after that.”

	“She’s not altogether wrong about me,” said Sparrow. “I’m gathering up secrets.”

	“Like what?” asked Millie. 

	She brought over a pitcher of tea, an extra Mason jar filled with ice, sat down kitty corner at the table, and leaned in close.

	“Like a person named Millie who’s going to show me how to plait my hair.”

	Millie started laughing and when it became apparent she couldn’t stop without an intervention, Sparrow reached inside her swagger purse and extracted a mini liquor bottle filled with her friend Eulalie’s best shine. She took off the cap and handed it to Millie.

	“Drink.”

	Millie wasn’t shy about it chugging half of the precious medicine.

	“Lord, that’s good,” she gasped. “Have some yourself.”

	Sparrow drained the bottle.

	“That’s better than we make around here,” she said. “Don’t tell me got to drive all the way to Torreya to get a refill.”

	“Okay, I won’t tell you.”

	“Lady, I don’t know where to start because your hair saw too much sun and salt water when you were a kid. Soak it in Prell Conditioner for a couple of months and then we’ll see if we can save it.”

	“Oh.”

	“Then you’ll have to take a blood oath before I divulge all the secrets hidden away in plaits and braids.”

	“Really?”

	“In Smokey Hollow, people know that when I plait my hair, trouble’s coming and that when I braid my hair, there ain’t no threats.”

	“What kind of threats?”

	“Mostly the police. They come through regular busting up stills and shutting down policy games. Sometimes—like today—it’s the Klan.”

	“Josie told me to get out of here before dark.”

	“Good advice,” said Millie. “You got any more of that shine?”

	Sparrow fetched out another bottle.

	“Is this enough?”

	“No, but it’ll do. Anyways, as I was going to say, I think the Klan will be here tomorrow night.”

	Millie inhaled every last drop without coming up for air.

	“Two or three guys, I think,” said Sparrow.

	Millie leaned back, frowned, and said, “So there ain’t nothin’ accidental about you wandering through here today.”

	“You got that right, but don’t tell your mother.”

	“What are you, some kind of police woman or meter maid?” 

	When Sparrow couldn’t stop laughing, she took out the last mini bottle of shine and cured what ailed her. She glanced at the door and saw a crowd of people, waiting, it appeared.

	“We’re scaring off your customers.”

	“I wondered where everybody was. One more thing. Check out a popular reverend named Clarence Thigpen. I don’t think his eyes are watching God. Well, his Pyrex eye might be, but his working eye is more concerned about getting the right color people into heaven.”

	“Thanks for the intel.” Sparrow put a $20 bill on the table. “I’ve got more walking to do. I want to check out the corner of East Street and East Madison.”

	“There’s a wood yard there, a jook and the AME Church,” said Millie. 

	“That’s where they’ll be,” said Sparrow.

	“How do we prepare?”

	“Hoses and fire extinguishers.”

	“They’re going to burn us out,” snapped Millie, “and we don’t have a lot of spigots in the Hollow to fight them with. Pains me to think what they might do here.”

	“They can try,” said Sparrow. “For now, toss out those booze bottles and let your customers inside where they can cool off.”

	Millie hugged her, thrust a mug of hot coffee in her hand, and said, “Come back again and we’ll drink clabbered milk on the house.”

	Sparrow couldn’t help but smile as she pushed out through the impatient crowd. They watched her go, she felt their eyes on her, then lost track of their stares as she walked the neighborhood in a grid pattern until she found the right corner, thought that the wood lots would burn easy, then over to the Blue Lights Juke, and across the street to the AME Church that would demoralize the community if it fell to ash.
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	Pollyanna grabbed the Tallahassee Democrat off the front porch when she got home, skimmed through it, and found an announcement on an interior page about a Klan rally scheduled the following evening south of the fairgrounds. “All white people who are interested in white supremacy are invited to attend.”

	Perhaps Willie the Weatherman at WCTV would forecast rain for the south side of town.

	Since Lebow probably knew about the rally diversion already, she called Eulalie, her “older than dirt” best friend and conjure woman in Torreya instead.

	“It’s your nickel.”

	“It’s always my nickel.”

	“Shug, you’ve been home twenty-four hours and finally you call me?”

	“Duty called.”

	“Dandelion tea would have sped things up.”

	“I haven’t been sitting on the pot. I’ve been gathering intel in Smokey Hollow.”

	“Sweet place. Sang at a jook there once or twice when old Razz volunteered to drive me over. The damn government’s goin’ to level that place, first with a big road coming through to take the rich muckety-mucks to the capitol to do their business. You ain’t callin’ about a road, though.”

	“No, it’s the Kluxers again, looking to set a fire as their contribution to urban renewal.”

	“Gary will help, won’t he?”

	“Out of town down in Brevard County.”

	“Husbands! Even Willie, though he’s matured with age. Lena wants you to know she’ll be there.”

	“It’s 36 miles. What the hell is that kitty thinking?”

	“You must’ve got your brains knocked upside down at that Tokyo Karate school. Lena will be spirit walkin’. People will think there’s a black cat there while she’s sleeping here on my lap.”

	“Good.”

	“If you get yourself hurt, Lena will come tell me and I won’t be happy. Might have to come out of retirement and hurt some people.”

	“I’ll be okay.”

	“See that you are.”
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	Dressed as herself, Pollyanna borrowed Gary’s Shoebox Ford fishing car with legal, but bogus, North Carolina plates, and drove to a phone booth across the road from a massive megachurch where the reverend Clarence Thigpen’s name was prominently displayed on the message board and called the police with an illegal electronic device that changed the calling phone number to one on a Monroe Street booth across from Lake Ella.

	“Tallahassee Police Department, how may I direct your call?”

	“Hi, my name’s Eden Rivers and I’m looking for Vance who told me he’s some kind of a sergeant up there.”

	“What’s this in relation to?”

	“Sexual relations—oh, and the expensive watch he left in my Tallahassee Motor Hotel cottage.”

	He answered with more bluster than the phone was designed to handle.  

	“Sergeant McNaughton.”

	“This is PI Rivers, calling to see if the police are investigating a potential Klan attack at Smokey Hollow tonight.”

	“So, there’s no motel room or missing watch?”

	“Of course not. If I said I was a PI, you would have ducked the call.”

	“What’s your license number?”

	She told him and then heard static on the line while he verified it.

	“Okay, you have a valid Class C license. I have to tell you that the Klan is having a big rally tonight, so your information must be wrong. May I ask the source of your rumor?”

	“Pastor Thigpen,” she said. “I understand he’s the Nighthawk of the local group.”

	After a pause, McNaughton said, “I wouldn’t know. As the guys in the armed forces say, ‘That’s above my pay grade.’”

	“Mine, too,” she said and hung up.

	She raised the hood on the Ford, then reached beneath the dash to a hidden switch that killed the power. That way, if any helpful men—such as police or clergy—came along and offered assistance, they’d end up stymied. Meanwhile, she had to just sit and wait. She hated stakeouts. She lit one of Gary’s hidden Pall Mall cigarettes so, as the advertising claimed, she could reward herself with the pleasure of smooth smoking.

	Pollyanna’s call smoked the reverend out of his sanctuary first. He wore a plain business suit with a clerical collar and lit a cigarette out of a red and white pack as the sun or the holy spirit glinted off his glass eye.  He started walking toward her when a squad car and a Mort’s Tree Service pickup truck roared into the church drive and just about knocked him past the Pearly Gates.

	Their hand gestures and facial expressions told her they were unhappy. They were yelling—cursing (except for the reverend)—but they were too far away to hear. Mort was an unshaven bear of a man, the sergeant was multiple-packs-of-cigarettes-a- day thin, and the reverend was holier than thou in every possible way. Whatever they had to say to each other didn’t take long. The reverend seemingly dismissed them by turning around suddenly and striding back into the sanctuary. He slammed the door so hard, Pollyanna was surprised the vibration from it didn’t ring the steeple bell. The other two ground out their cigarettes in the driveway and burned rubber getting out of there. 
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	Thank God there wasn’t an ounce of chivalry between them for the maiden in distress across the road. She waited ten minutes, flipped the hidden switch, and drove back home where she was transformed into old lady Sparrow, today with a black sweater, black hat, and black umbrella. 

	She sent a fax to Lebow with a status update.

	She called Gary’s office and was told he was out of town, location classified. She laughed and said, “yeah, Mims, that’s such a big secret it’s in all the papers.” That got her a dial tone.

	She drove to the white government building’s lot and backed into a parking space in case she needed to leave quickly.

	She left her purse in the car. 

	Light rain was falling across Smokey Hollow from Pecan Hill to the railroad tracks in spite of the clear skies forecast from the weather bureau. Eulalie must have come out of retirement long enough to twist a few clouds into knots. She walked to the corner of East Street and East Madison, happy for the umbrella, and saw nothing out of place except for the growing puddles in the street.

	Somebody at the jook was singing Muddy Waters’ “I’m Your Hoochie Coochie Man,” accompanied by a guitar and a harmonica. Sparrow walked over to the jook’s open door where blues and smoke and the scent of beer flowed out into the rain. She stayed outside, content with the mood of the music in the heart of Smokey Hollow beneath her umbrella. An old man caught her eye and when she gave him a thumbs up, he brought her a bottle of Country Club Malt Liquor on the house.

	“I’m Nat and we all want you to know that if you come inside, we won’t bite.”

	“I like my Delta Blues with a rain chaser.”

	“We don’t mind, though a Country Club back will get your feet tappin’.”

	Since she didn’t want to dull her reflexes, she poured half a bottle’s worth into his empty glass before he went back to where the others were standing and watching. He picked up a slide guitar, said something she couldn’t hear, and they launched into “My Black Mama” by Son House. Their concert was, in fact, the blues of Smokey Hollow, a hundred kinds of hardship and a hundred kinds of joy. They were playing the elusive Geeshie Wiley’s “Last Kind Words” when the Klan arrived in Mort’s truck. So much for keeping your identity secret, thought Sparrow, as she closed the door to the jook and stepped back into the shadows.

	The three of them were dressed in white robes and hoods and went to work right away unloading a half a cord of wood into the intersection. They had five jerry cans
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